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After defying the Chilean justice system for more than four months, retired Gen. Manuel Contreras
Sepulveda finally entered the Punta Pueco prison on Oct. 20. The general was convicted of ordering
the death of Orlando Letelier, Chile's foreign minister during the administration of Salvador
Allende (1970-1973). Letelier and his aide, US citizen Ronni Moffit, were killed when the car in which
they were riding was blown up in Washington, DC, on Sept. 21, 1976.
Contreras, founder of the now defunct secret service agency Direccion Nacional de Inteligencia
(DINA), and his second in command, former Brig. Gen. Pedro Espinoza, were convicted in
November 1993 of ordering the assassinations. They appealed, but the convictions were finally
upheld by the Chilean Supreme Court on May 30, 1995 (see NotiSur, 12/11/95, 02/23/95, and
06/02/95). Espinoza turned himself over to authorities on June 20 to begin serving a six-year
sentence. Although Espinoza recently asked for a presidential pardon, it is considered unlikely that
President Eduardo Frei will grant the request. Contreras, on the other hand, vowed "never to go to
any prison."
For two weeks following the Supreme Court decision, Contreras remained secluded at his cattle
ranch near Fresia in southern Chile. On June 13, when it appeared that the standoff was about
to come to a head, Contreras entered a naval hospital in Talcahuano, 400 km south of Santiago,
complaining of ill health (see NotiSur, 06/16/95). Since that time, Contreras has exhausted endless
legal and medical arguments to avoid serving his seven-year sentence, including a request to serve
the sentence under "house arrest" rather than in prison. However, on Oct. 10, the Supreme Court
turned down the final motion that could have kept Contreras out of prison, ordering his transfer
from the hospital by Oct. 23.
"The end of this long judicial process has arrived," said Minister Secretary-General of Government
Jose Joaquin Brunner, after the final Supreme Court decision. During the seemingly endless legal
process, socialist deputy Juan Pablo Letelier, son of the assassinated diplomat, complained that
Contreras was ridiculing the justice system and that his defiance made a mockery of the principle
of equality before the law. However, the defense argued that, since leaving the secret service,
the general had survived 18 attempts on his life. His lawyers insisted he would be safer on his
ranch than in prison, even though he and Espinoza are the only two prisoners in the specially built
maximum-security facility at Punta Pueco, 35 km north of Santiago.
In early October, Contreras's son, Manuel Contreras Valdebenito, made a veiled threat about
repercussions from his father's imprisonment, saying his father possessed "enormous" state secrets,
which make it "imprudent" to jail him. "There are national security matters that only he possesses
and that information, which belongs to the state, cannot be in a prison," said the younger Contreras.
"It is important to remember that when my father was head of intelligence (1973-1978) Chile was
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on the verge of war three times, twice with Peru and once with Argentina." Even after the Oct.
10 Supreme Court decision, Contreras's lawyers filed a last-ditch appeal charging that the Punta
Pueco prison did not offer enough security which was also turned down. Finally, on the night of
Oct. 20, Contreras left the hospital to be taken to Punta Pueco. "The naval hospital has discharged
the patient [Manuel Contreras], who has voluntarily requested his transfer to fulfill the judicial
decision," said Jorge Balaresque, commander of the naval base at Talcahuano. "Today, Oct. 21, at
1:40 a.m. retired army Gen. Manuel Contreras entered the Punta Pueco jail," announced Justice
Minister Soledad Alvear the following morning. "A judicial order has been enforced demonstrating
that the rule of law is in effect."
"I, like many Chileans, am happy as this trial is the most notorious in Chile's history," said Fabiola
Letelier, sister of the murdered statesman and an attorney who was part of the prosecution team.
"Perseverance and dedication have achieved justice, although it has been limited." Juan Pablo
Letelier said after Contreras was taken to prison that it has been an extremely long fight. "Nineteen
years ago they assassinated my father," said Letelier. "We feel that justice is done when a criminal
goes to jail. That makes the struggle for justice worthwhile." When Contreras was taken to jail,
President Frei was in New York for the 50th anniversary of the United Nations. "This closes a
chapter. We always maintained that what is important for the country is the state of law," said Frei.
"Law has been strengthened. Justice has demonstrated its power and Chile has won. I believe that
this is good for Chile, it is good for the democratic institutions, and it is also very positive for the
international image of our country."
However, after Contreras entered prison, his lawyer, Julio Tapia Falk, said he would continue
defending the general, and was considering another motion with the Supreme Court aimed
at "establishing his client's innocence," as well as renewing attempts to gain house arrest for
Contreras. "If his physical condition allowed it and if the security were sufficient, Contreras would
be prepared to serve his sentence in jail," said Tapia. Contreras's imprisonment has ended the most
serious crisis to democratic rule since the country began the transition to democracy in 1990. The
tension was exacerbated by the defiant attitude of army chief Gen. Augusto Pinochet, who called the
conviction "unjust."
Pinochet, the author of the Sept. 11, 1973 coup that overthrew Allende, was de facto head of state
from 1973-1990, and still heads the army. On Sept. 13, Pinochet said the only way to achieve
reconciliation in Chile was to forget the past. "The only thing left, my friends, is to forget,"
Pinochet told business leaders in Santiago. "And you forget not by reopening a court case, by
throwing someone in jail. No, forget. That is the word, and to reach that, both sides have to forget."
"Forgetting is a good thing, but before any kind of therapy, one has to know the truth," responded
Defense Minister Edmundo Perez Yoma. Pablo Longueira, opposition deputy for the right-wing
Union Democrata Independiente (UDI), tried to minimize the importance of Contreras's conviction.
"It is nothing more than the fulfillment of a court decision and has nothing to do with improvement
or deterioration in civilian-military relations," said Longueira. "What is important is that the civilian
government learn once and for all to listen to the military."
Some generals, as well as Pinochet, had indicated the army's "unhappiness" regarding the Letelier
case as well as another 600 legal proceedings still pending against the military. Although Brunner
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said the condemnation of Contreras "is a strictly judicial matter," and that the government "never
responded politically," observers insist that the Contreras case was behind several bills Frei sent
to Congress on Aug. 21 to "bring reconciliation" to Chilean society on issues of human rights and
democratization. Frei attempted to come up with a formula to end further trials and to subordinate
the military to civilian control. Frei's proposed legislation would have absolved from punishment
any military personnel who turn over information to clarify "the truth" about what happened to the
many disappeared during the Pinochet dictatorship (see NotiSur, 09/05/95).
Two other bills, which met with strong opposition from the military and the political right, would
have removed the eight legislative seats appointed by Pinochet before he stepped down, and would
have returned to the president the authority to dismiss the military high command, a measure also
instituted before Pinochet left office. In the face of the months-long tension between the civilian
government and the military, on Sept. 26, the Frei administration said it had decided to give the
military a pay increase. The issue of "low salaries" had come to the surface during the standoff
between Contreras and the civil authorities. "The government made a political decision," said
Minister of Interior Eduardo Aninat. (Sources: Associated Press, 09/23/95, 10/05/95; Inter Press
Service, 09/27/95, 10/06/95, 10/11/95; Deutsche Press Agentur, 10/20/95, 10/21/95; Reuter, 09/13/95,
10/04/95, 10/10/95, 10/19-22/95; Notimex, 10/21/95, 10/22/95; Agence France-Presse, 09/14/95,
09/23/95, 09/26/95, 10/03/95, 10/06/95, 10/11/95, 10/17/95, 10/21/95, 10/28/95).
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